
Redemption 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 5/27/18 

Reading: three short quotes about falling 

First, attributed to Carl Jung: “Where you stumble and fall, there you find pure gold.”  

Second, attributed to Julian of Norwich: “First there is the fall, and then we recover from the fall. 
Both are the mercy of God!” 

And third, from Joseph Campbell: “Where you stumble, there lies your treasure. The very cave 
you are afraid to enter turns out to be the source of what you are looking for. The damned thing 
in the cave, that was so dreaded, has become the center.” And “The ultimate aim of the quest 
must be neither release nor ecstasy for oneself, but the wisdom and the power to serve 
others” [Diane K. Osbon, Reflections on the Art of Living: A Joseph Campbell Companion, 
Chapter 1, Harper Collins, 1991]. 

Redemption 

Last week, I talked about our Universalist heritage and the idea of a universal love.  I said 
that we are challenged both to love and to know that we are loved, and I focused on that last part 
and promised to say more this week about love for others.  I thank [name] for nudging me to 
think about this topic, because this is the auction sermon, and he chose the topic of redemption. 
And if there is redemption in the world, if there are second chances, and third, and more, they do 
have to come from us.  We have to be able to love that much, or that well.   

In a famous story about Jesus, his disciple Simon Peter came to him and asked “How often 
must I forgive my brother if he wrongs me? As often as seven times?”  He probably had in mind 
the rabbinical instruction not to ask forgiveness of your neighbor more than three times, so he 
was being very generous, but Jesus answered “Not seven, I tell you, but seventy-seven times,” 
or, in some translations, seventy times seven. The number is not meant to be exact. Seven was 
symbolic of completeness or spiritual perfection. Jesus was trying to upend the whole idea that 
any law could define the limits of love, or forgiveness, or grace.  

Or as Unitarian Universalist historian David Bumbaugh describes our Universalist claim, 
“just as nothing any human being might do could suffice to separate that person from God’s love, 
so no act could free human beings from their obligation to offer unconditional love” [p. 163, 
Unitarian Universalism: A Narrative History, 2000].  
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Do we affirm that no-one is beyond the embrace of love?  That no-one is lost, irreparably 
evil?  That everyone is worth loving?  It’s certainly in our principles: the inherent worth and 
dignity of every person; compassion in human relations; justice for all. Do we see the possibility  
of redemption for Eric Schneiderman?  For Dimitrios Pagourtzis, the shooter at Santa Fe High 
School in Texas?  For Hanane Mouhib, the local woman who stabbed her seven-year-old son to 
death?  Are there people who are undeserving of being loved?  

I have three stories for you about redemption. The first is taken from a couple of New York 
Times articles about Abraham Davis, who in October 2016, at the age of 20, had gotten drunk 
with a friend, driven to a local mosque, and stood watch while his friend drew swastikas on the 
mosque and wrote ugly words: “Go Home,” “We Don’t Want You Here,” and “Deus Vult,” a 
rallying cry from the Crusades meaning “It is God’s will.”  

According to the New York Times, Abraham’s father had been charismatic but violent.  He 
was physically abusive to Abraham’s mother, and Abraham remembered hiding in a closet to 
avoid the violence.  At the age of five, Abraham “got down on his knees in his bedroom and 
asked God ‘to take [his father] and save [his] mom.’”  One month later, his father died after a 
seizure, and Abraham was left feeling both responsible and powerless. “Most of my life,” he 
said, “I’ve spent trying to train myself to become something that’s too strong to be broken 
through.”  He grew up in poverty, got into fights, and did poorly in school. His principal 
described him as having a big heart and a short fuse.  At the time of the vandalism, he was 
unemployed and directionless.  

On February 17th, nearly four months after that night at the mosque, the police came with a 
warrant for Abraham’s arrest. Abraham waited in jail for his court date three months later 
because his family couldn’t raise $1,580 for bail. On his fifth day in jail, he wrote a letter to the 
mosque: “Dear Masjid Al Salam Mosque [the name means Mosque of Peace] – I know you guys 
probably don’t want to hear from me at all but I really want to get this to y’all.  I’m so sorry 
about having a hand in vandalizing your mosque.  It was wrong and y’all did not deserve to have 
that done to you.  I hurt y’all and I am haunted by it. …  I used to walk by your mosque a lot and 
ask myself why I would do that.  I don’t even hate Muslims.  Or anyone for that matter.  …  All 
in all, I just want to say I’m sorry.” 

The senior members of the mosque met with the prosecutors in the case, making it clear they 
didn’t want to press charges, but in court, Abraham was forced to choose between pleading guilty 
to a felony, which would allow him to avoid prison, or facing a trial.  He chose to avoid prison.  
As a felon, he would perform community service, be watched by the police, and pay the 
remainder of his court fees, now about $3,200.  To say nothing of the added difficulty in finding 
a job. 
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Hisham Yasin, the mosque’s social director, was quoted as saying that the vandalism was one 
of the best things that had happened to the mosque.  It allowed them to be seen and heard, “to 
say, ‘We are your doctors, your accountants and your used-car salesmen.’ They now [had] a 
relationship with the synagogue in town. Several members … [had] begun speaking to local 
audiences about Islam.”  It reminded him of a saying from the Quran: “You might hate 
something that happens to you, but actually it’s excellent for you.”  He was dismayed, however, 
at how hard it was to get a second chance in America. “‘Someone messes up and it sticks with 
him all his life,’ Hisham said. ‘Even if he tries to become a good man, the community say to him, 
‘You are a bad man!’ They encourage him to be a bad man.’” 

This past December, Abraham, now working at a gas station and convenience store, was 
continuing to make his monthly payments to the county courthouse—knowing that if he ever 
missed one it would mean going to prison—when the mosque delivered a check to the 
courthouse for the total outstanding balance, $1,731. The New York Times reporter brought 
Abraham the news, since Abraham was forbidden any contact with people from the mosque by 
his plea agreement. Abraham was speechless at first; then he said, “It’s a great weight being 
lifted off of my shoulders. … And I don’t deserve it, but this act of kindness, it’s just, wow. …  
It’s crazy because I was thinking of a lot of things … and going back to school was one of them.  
It’s like a whole new window just opened up.  It’s like somebody who has been locked in a 
padded room and has never felt the wind before.  …  I want to say I regret what I did, but at the 
same time I don’t. …  It’s kind of like a flower just sitting there waiting for the right drop of 
water to tap its petals.  To open up and reveal something beautiful on the inside” [“The Two 
Americans,” 8/26/17; and “The Vandal and the Mosque: A New Chapter of Forgiveness in 
Arkansas,” 12/28/17 New York Times; emphasis mine]. 

My other two stories are shorter. First, the story of Shae Whitefield, a 28-year-old woman 
who lives near Oak Ridge, Tennessee, and who was treated in June 2016 for endocarditis, “an 
infection of the heart valves caused by bacteria that entered her blood when she injected 
methamphetamine.” Shae’s life was saved with antibiotics and open-heart surgery. Before the 
surgery, though, she was given a warning: if she continued using drugs and became reinfected, 
she would not be eligible for a second surgery. According to, again, a New York Times article, 
with the growing opioid crisis, there has been an explosion of endocarditis cases, especially 
among poor, young drug users whose hearts can be saved but who often lack health insurance 
and whose addictions go untreated.  In a recent study, only 7% of endocarditis patients who were 
also users survived for ten years without complications, compared with 41% of patients who 
were not drug users. Some doctors have been lobbying for more proactive treatment of addiction, 
but they face “a societal reluctance to spend money on people who abuse drugs.” Shae 
Whitefield first started using painkillers as a teenager suffering from endometriosis and 
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interstitial cystitis, a painful bladder condition.  A few years ago, after the birth of her third child, 
she became anxious and depressed about protecting her daughter from the kind of sexual abuse 
she herself had experienced as a child, and she began injecting crushed opioid pills and meth. 
When she was brought to the hospital in Oak Ridge with loss of consciousness and sepsis, her 
stepfather was stunned when a doctor “said that if it were up to him, he would not go to great 
lengths to save her.” Fortunately for Whitefield, another doctor saw that her family was involved 
and decided to proceed with the surgery, though stressing that it was a “one-time deal.” Since her 
recovery, Whitefield has served as an advocate for others who become infected from injecting. 
She finds it painful that some patients are given only comfort care—antibiotics but not surgery. 
“‘When do you stop wanting to save a life?,’ she asked. ‘If you have that ability, who’s to say 
you shouldn’t use it?  I see it from their standpoint—not wanting to repeat the same game. But 
it’s hard, you know? This isn’t an easy disease to break away from”   [“Injecting Drugs Can Ruin 
a Heart. How Many Second Chances Should a User Get?,” 4/29/18 New York Times]. 

And last, a story about the Unitarian Universalist Association, or, in a way, about us.  Though 
these stories are all about us, about the society we live in.  About a year ago now, there was an 
upheaval within the UUA over a hiring decision. The position for the Southern Regional Lead 
was open—and in case you don’t know, there are five regions in the UUA: the Central East 
Region, which we’re in; the MidAmerica Region; and so on.  When this hiring decision was 
made, the UUA had already prioritized diversity in hiring, but the person chosen for this 
particular leadership position was a white ordained male, passing over a Latina religious 
educator and repeating a long-time pattern. The climate within the UUA, however, has been 
changing. Religious professionals of color have been sharing their stories of struggle, some of 
which include mistreatment at the hands of white leadership within congregations and the UUA. 
Religious professionals of color too often face short tenures in congregations that have not 
previously experienced a significant relationship with a person of color. The end result of the 
Southern Regional Lead hiring was a number of high-level resignations at the UUA and a 
renewed determination to bring about change. Many of us know—or have at least met—some of 
the people who resigned: the president of the UUA, Peter Morales; Harlan Limpert, chief 
operating officer; and Scott Tayler, head of Congregational Life. Scott was one of my mentors as 
I worked toward ministerial fellowship; he preached here at my ordination. None of them are bad 
people. The Southern Regional Lead position is now being filled by two co-leads, Natalie 
Briscoe, who is Filipina American, and Connie Goodbread, who is white. Both have 
backgrounds as religious educators, and they are the first non-ordained religious professionals to 
serve in the top position in a UUA region.  At GA last year, a Commission on Institutional 
Change was appointed to help us see the structural racism within the UUA.  In their recent 
report, I was struck by the use of the word “redeems”: “The scope of the Commission shall be 
broad and far-reaching, with the goal of long-term cultural and institutional change that redeems 
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the essential promise and ideals of Unitarian Universalism” [“Findings Related to the Southern 
Regional Lead Hiring Decision, Spring 2017,” April 2018; emphasis mine]. 

The journey toward racial justice both in America and in our religious movement has been 
long.  We have the opportunity this morning to give a special offering to support the UUA’s 
financial commitment to Black Lives of Unitarian Universalism. Our Board voted to make a 
contribution of at least $10 per member, because all such pledges will be matched dollar for 
dollar by the UUA, and anything we collect today will be part of that. This is only one small part 
of what we can do, but it’s an important part. Please join in this opportunity to invest in black 
lives, black voices, and black leadership within our faith.  

Redemption is the act of saving or being saved from evil, or of seeing people as worth 
saving, as capable of being their best selves.  It is the opposite of being seen as a monster, as not 
human.  Is it ever too late for redemption?  Is anyone excluded?  Who needs redemption?   

Every human being has worth and dignity, every human being is flawed, has blind spots; 
every human being has the capacity for both good and evil; every human being has the capacity 
to blame and to write people off or to empathize. The parts of ourselves that we nurture and give 
voice to—that’s up to us. 

When I met with [name] to talk about this sermon, the first thing he brought up was the trial 
in 1924 of Leopold and Loeb, two wealthy university students—18 and 19 years old at the time
—who kidnapped and murdered a 14-year-old boy because they were taken with the philosophy 
of Nietzsche and the idea of committing the “perfect” crime.  I end with these words from 
defense attorney Clarence Darrow: “I am pleading for life, understanding, charity, kindness, and 
the infinite mercy that considers all.  I am pleading that we overcome cruelty with kindness and 
hatred with love.  I know the future is on my side” [https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Leopold_and_Loeb].  We are that future.  We are challenged to offer a universal love.  May we 
love without limits.  Amen.
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